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Today is the last Sunday in the liturgical season of Epiphany—the celebration of the presentation of Christ to the world.  On this coming Wednesday, Ash Wednesday, the eyes of the Christian community will turn toward Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem.  So, this is an appropriate moment for us to climb a mountain and to make our peace with mystery and faith.
When Jesus asked three of his disciples to go with him to the top of Mount Hermon, all three must have experienced something like a panic attack.  The very mention of the word “mountain” raised the eyebrows of most ancient Jews—a reaction deeply rooted in theology and salvation history not in geography or climatology.  For as long as the corporate Hebrew mind could remember, mountains had been places of unusual spiritual significance—frequently places of struggle and virtually always sites of unmitigated mystery.  
No sensitive Hebrew would have forgotten how God summoned Moses to Mount Sinai.  Seeking stability with the ground beneath him shaking, Moses encountered the divine presence.  Seeking clarity while shrouded in smoke as dense as a dark cloud, Moses received divine commandments offered by God to show people the way to the good life.  
It was a high moment for Moses (high not only in terms of elevation but high also as an experience of revelation).  What followed next, though, pummeled this ancient leader in the opposite direction.  On his way down the mountain, Moses’ exalted sense of gratitude and glory quickly gave way to shock and anger as he discovered the impatience, impulsiveness, and irreverence of the Hebrew people.   Holding in his trembling hands and suddenly-aching heart a mandate against idolatry offered for the good of everybody, Moses stared in disbelief as his beloved people crazily skipped and danced around an idol shaped in the form of a golden calf.  


Actually, this whole episode was a precursor to a somewhat constant pattern.  More often than not, mountain top experiences were followed almost immediately by events that catapulted the spirit downward.  What was true back then, in this regard, remains true now.
 In fact, long before Moses met God on Mount Sinai, God had summoned the courageous traveler Abraham to a meeting on Mount Moriah.  Similar dynamics were involved.  For some reason, subject to a great deal of speculation, the ancient patriarch from Ur of the Chaldees had come to the conclusion that God wanted him to offer the life of his son Isaac as a sacrifice to God that would demonstrate the depth of his selfless obedience to God.  I can almost see Abraham plodding up the side of the mountain, his sharpened knife strapped to his side periodically glistening when struck by the rays of a hot Middle Eastern sun, his back bent by the burden that weighed on his heart, his eyes cast toward the ground, hoping with every step he took that, unlike on his other journeys, on this journey he never would reach his destination.  But, of course, he did.
Abraham, shaking as if with palsy, nervously bound his son to a makeshift altar and, in the name of God and as a gift to God, lifted his knife to slit the throat of Isaac.  But at the last moment before the occurrence of a needless tragedy, a voice stopped Abraham.  Surrounded by mystery laced with terror, the old patriarch learned what he never before had known about the mercy of God—God’s preference for life, not death.  Quickly, after sacrificing a ram rather than his son, Abraham started down the mountain, headed home rejoicing.  
Hardly had he been able to rest from his trip up the mountain, however, than—here is that pattern again—Abraham watched his beloved wife, Sarah, die and gave himself over to grief.  Had things gone differently on the mountain, one wonders if Abraham could have coped with this situation.  But, he had been to the mountain.
Also embedded in the corporate memory of the Hebrew people, there was Elijah’s trek up Mount Horeb.  This prophet of ancient Israel, whose name everyone in Israel knew and respected, had fallen on hard times.  It happens, you know, even to the best and strongest of God’s people.  Self-pity besieged Elijah, feeding a deepening depression and prompting a desperate desire for reassurance and encouragement.  In response to Elijah’s condition, God commanded the prophet to go stand on top of Mount Horeb and wait for revelation.
No doubt Elijah expected a dramatic display of God’s presence as a means to buoy his sagging spirit.  However, on the mountain of whatever name, things seldom happen as expected.  Elijah did not find God in the strong wind that roared or in the earthquake that shook so hard that it threatened to tear the mountain apart or in the flames of fire that leaped high into the air.  Mysteriously, only when Elijah sensed the presence of God in “a sound of sheer silence” was he able to hear the voice of God.  But, of course, that was enough, more than worth a trip up the mountain.  Oh, to be sure, not all of the prophet’s problems were solved on that lofty plot of ground—indeed, problems awaited him at the bottom of the mountain—but Elijah had found the strength to solve the problems he faced in continuing his prophetic work.
Across the vast sweep of centuries, countless other excursions to one mountain top or another occurred and encounters with God took place.  That is precisely why, when Peter, James, and John fell in behind Jesus winding their way up Mount Hermon, they must have been gasping for breath.  It was not the thinness of the air troubling them, but anticipation of a life-altering experience.
What happened to Jesus on Mount Hermon in the uncommon experience commonly called “the transfiguration,” I have no idea.  I do know, though, something of the circumstances under which he went up that mountain.  Controversy surrounded Jesus.  Critics hounded his every step.  Traditional enemies of each other were setting aside their differences to combine forces to get rid of Jesus.
What will I do if my ministry is terminated before my disciples understand my identity and the nature of this work, Jesus wondered.  He could not allow that to happen.  Too much was at stake.  His disciples had to understand that the work entrusted to him by God must continue through them.  
The dramatic symbolism played out in the mystery on Mount Hermon addressed this very issue.   Two of the greatest leaders in the history of the Hebrew people appeared mysteriously atop the mountain to bless Jesus.  Don’t ask me for an explanation of how this happened.  Then, there, as on other mountain tops, the voice of God resounded through the winds.  “This is my Son, the Beloved,” said the voice, “Listen to him.”
Here was the ultimate Epiphany, a presentation of Christ to the world like we have not seen anywhere else in this holy season.  Greater than the presentation of Jesus as a result of the meandering journey of the wise people from the East, by means of the songs of Simeon and Anna standing outside the temple, through the hospitality of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus, and as a result of the messianic confession of Simon Peter, the ultimate presentation of Jesus to the world came from God.  Whether at that moment because of that divine voice or for some other inexplicable reason, the whole appearance of Jesus took on the radiance of glory.  None of the disciples had ever seen anything else comparable to what happened there.  Though here again, according to the gospel of Mark, Jesus told the disciples not to tell anyone else what had happened, they knew what had happened and, at least in part, understood something of its meaning.
I must confess that often I have considered the story of the transfiguration of Jesus the most irrelevant narrative about Jesus in all of the gospels.  For years the narrative struck me as having no applicability to our lives.  But I have changed my mind.  Most of us have been to a similar mountain during a strategic moment in our lives.  All of these thoughts were swirling in my head last Thursday evening as I bumped and swayed on a metro train traveling the blue line from downtown Washington, D. C. to old town in Alexandria, Virginia.  I was too tired to talk or to read, but I could not shut down my thinking.  I had just walked away from my office after another 14 to 15 hour day feeling despondent as well as depleted.  The specter of challenges to be addressed in the next several hours coupled with fatigue to produce questions about whether or not the gross expenditure of my life’s energy through my ministry was worth it.  I could not dismiss speculation as to whether or not I was making any lasting contribution of a good that would make a positive difference in our nation.  Having been studying and thinking about the text for today and knowing that somewhere in the next several hours I needed to write a sermon on that text, I found myself wishing that I could go to that mountain.  I thought to myself that I would like to hear a divine voice of comfort, reassurance, and encouragement.  You have been there too, I know.  We have been there as a church.  The dilemma that drove Jesus to the top of Mount Hermon has driven us to similar peaks in our souls if not on the landscapes of this earth.  
            What happened to Jesus amid the mystery on Mount Hermon was absolutely pivotal in his ministry.  From here, he embarked upon the journey to Jerusalem that involved all that we consider his passion—the events that we will need to revisit, at least in part, as we make our way through the days of Lent and Holy Week.  We cannot understand what happened to Jesus in Jerusalem apart from knowing of his experience on Mount Hermon and the event called the transfiguration.  As a result of what Jesus experienced on that wild and windy mountain, he embodied a faith that allowed him to enter the Holy City risking that healing could come from hurts and life from death.
            In response to an epiphany, faith is the only means by which the substance of that epiphany can be appropriated personally in a manner that informs and inspires action.  Neither sight nor sound nor touch can take the place of faith in such a moment of revelation.  Though, the disciples were with Jesus every day and three of them heard and saw all that happened atop Mount Hermon, their erratic, stumbling, fear-infested behavior during the passion of Jesus showed little evidence of new spiritual understanding and commitment.  
            On this last Sunday in Epiphany, we are beneficiaries of the ultimate Epiphany.  In addition to the texts of the Christian scriptures, we have set before us the whole sweep of Christian history as means of knowing Jesus’ identity, understanding the nature of his ministry, and hearing his call for our involvement.  But, faith remains the great necessity.  An epiphany apart from a response in faith may end up being no more than a dream eventually forgotten.  Only by faith will we ever understand how the journey to Easter can pass through a Good Friday, how our pilgrimage to life at its best may take us through morbid moments of life at its worst.
            Coming to the close of the season of Epiphany, we do not know everything about Jesus that we want to know.  But as the light of Epiphany fades and the darkness on the far horizon moves near us during the season of Lent, we are blessed by knowing most, if not all, of what we need to know.  To be sure, Christianity is not all about grand, mountain-top experiences.  Difficulties seem to saturate the path along which we take our sacred journeys.  But we are aware that there is nothing before us that we have to face alone.  The One whom God blessed is our elder brother.  We are members together in the family of God’s children.  Through faith, in partnership with him, we, too, are blessed and we, too, can bless others.
            You know that the mountains of which I have spoken this morning are places in our hearts as well as locations on a map of the ancient Middle East.  The peaks of which I have spoken are for us the places at which our struggles encounter mystery and challenge and maybe find resolution in faith and commitment. We need these mountains even as Moses, Abraham, Elijah, and Jesus needed the mountains in their lives.  Please don’t be afraid to go to those places in the geography of your souls.  There is where we encounter God in unexplainable ways, hear the divine voice, receive matchless direction, experience affirmation and encouragement, and discover new strength.  
My friends, in the goings and comings of our lives, no time is better than the present moment for us to engage the sacred mystery through which we come to know peace and to live by faith.  Amen.  
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, sensitivity does not come easily these days.  “Be tough,” we tell our children.  “Keep a stiff upper lip,” we counsel ourselves.  “Don’t let people get to you; don’t waver on the way; look straight ahead,” we say.  Subsequently, sensitivity seems like a curse if not a weakness.
Yet, this morning, we pray for sensitivity—for senses so acutely aware to what is happening around us that we will not miss a single epiphany.  Enable us to hear the slightest whisper, to see the quickest flash of revelation, to touch a fleeting moment, to pick up the scent of the faintest aroma, and to taste even the stalest remainders of communion that we may meet you, God, in scent, taste, sound, touch, and sight and that we may serve you, God, through serving other people whose needs we may never know apart from heightened sensitivity.
O God, keep us awake, sensitive, and responsive.  Amen.
 


